The application process for medical school entry is long and tough. For this month's new university entrants, it began over two years ago with selection of A-Level topics, followed by AS Level exams a year later, and then university application and BMAT and UKCAT exams. They probably attended courses on how to pass exams and embarked on relevant work placements. A few months ago, they sat A-Level exams in pursuit of A* and A grades. Last month, the culmination of that effort was rewarded with results that opened the door to a medical career.
But how must these young people feel when any news about their new profession is dominated by unhappiness and discontent? The organisations that they will eventually join are demoralised and on the brink of financial collapse. The representatives of their profession are in a poisonous daily battle with the government. From the press and media reports, from speaking to doctors, they will learn that medical practice is in turmoil. The stock of doctors is so low that they are even berated by football managers for caring for their patients. Might today's new medical students not feel cheated? Have they been a sold a future of uncertainty and insecurity?
Medicine was once a career that offered a predictable career path for the wide spectrum of personalities it attracted. Social revolutionaries and free marketeers felt equally comfortable that medicine was a vehicle to fulfil their ambitions. There was some sense of what you were letting yourself in for. At the very least, it was a job for life, with respect from the public and your patients, and the prospect of job satisfaction. Today's medical students will need to prepare themselves for constant change and uncertainty, as technology, finances and politics force innovation and efficiencies. Medical practice may be transformed in five years as new delivery models like integrated care become widespread and funding models evolve. 1 The NHS may survive in name, but how it will work is difficult to know.
My guess though is that this year's new intake of medical students will be unworried. Young people tend to be optimistic about their future and their ability to succeed. Medical students are brighter than they have ever been; their exam results speak for themselves. Whether exam machines become the best doctors or not is a separate debate. Medicine, despite the prevailing doom and gloom, remains a well-paid, highly desirable profession.
These constants, however, do not hide the transformation in medicine that is underway. How much will the practice of medicine change in five years and what advice would you give new medical students? In these uncertain times, can you predict the future of medicine? Can you summon the wisdom of Lord Polonius to benefit the next generation of doctors as the wind sits in the shoulder of their sail? Write to us and we'll publish the best submissions in our Podium section.
